1919:  The  RAF  Biggin  Hiil  mutiny 

A  ihorl  history  otthe  VjztorLoiis  r=beLlian  of  Diitish.  servicemen  lq  the  air  toice  who  were 
!:■  me  ]li  . 1. 1 | 1 1 1 1 1 1  ;u  ootid  it  iohe.  soon  nftci"  World  Wet  1. 

This  dispute  was  n  muny  wtys  rypicul  nffhc  s-nra.1  Ic:  -  stnic^lcs  of  the  wave  of  mutinica  which 
SviTrpl  the  Dri'  iah  Armed  Porces  n ."Hr'-cls  Int:  Clkl  of  World  War  One  Tito  VH'l  Tl>ol  Ait 
l  cure  men  of  r-ie  Wireless  Lap  e  omenta  l  bstabbshTnent  ut  <be  bontb  L-;unp  of  (he  famous. 
'Battle  of  Untilin'  hirtie.d  at  iiLjijzin  JhLL  hud  been  Living  m  absolutely  appalling  conditions 
VI  nri  nf  them  slept  :n  tens,  Eh;  camp  was  s  3ca  of  mud  ant:  all  the  duck- hoards  h  nd  niter 
i^euiub.e  Lue.  bad  betfl  bu.tU  Lu  CbLftih  wtitlttlb  ia  Lhe  freezing  weaHier.  J  tie  dining  hull  was  ii 
canvas  liaigur  with  itf-  rttf'  n  shreds.  The  men  tail  to  eat  :n  si  porass  of  three  inches  of  wild, 
l-'rnd  n:,  prepared  ir  a  co  ritli  mi  sc  which  wil-.  an  t:pcn.  rusty  shod.  Matters  ivotc  muttc  worse 
Ay  I  hr  olP-riimi  hi  1 1  ide  o  I"  I  ho  a  illviril  iis. 

One  evening  h  January,  after  a  paificulaily  Ihul  meal.  The  men  held  a  meeting.  They  had 
olrei'.ijy  toinpli.  Jjed  ztiufty  '.ihie&  Id  the  aulboriliriE,  W  ilboul  lesull.  Tlie  UlePlLug  decided 
ovenvbehi'ii.ijiJy  ili  favoured  strike  action.  E  lie  Red  Fla;f  vvas  el  mu  and  there  were  culls  for  ;i 
oie  acliv;  and  radicul  policy';  including  a  lull  loi  a  nan;  ■  do  wn  F-"i'.:L-H'.] illv  smash  hg  a  Lhc 
■.vitjd'jir'-S  <n I  Oi-Lt-  Tllliv;  proj'rfJSuis  were  d_  ll-avid. 

The  ttc-vl  rOiUTii  nr  nil  01V.  'iiitiOiI  Oni  "hr  duly  Wliyfl  (hT  itrtHy  oflfift  Irifil  In  diST”t>vi:r  whi^il 

wa?  hsppi;-i  1  isg  ho  wrt?  lufoprl  av.-av  li»rn  lhe  diriing  hall  -\y  a  Mir(..i:nnl  ai«J  Kvo  nv«  w'-o 
cetused  to  recognise  Ins  audio  city.  I  he  men  removed  nupneccs  lions  ?.:L  vehicles  m  The  camp, 
indue.  up,  those  liL-kiiiy.ihft  ti>  civilian  lm  ilraetors,  S ljj;:- J.H.I-J L  came  i'o in  i  :e  men  nl  141 
E><j  liu  druci  ul"  Lbt  P_AT  si  u  Liu  tut;  d  in  lbL-e  ujei^hbu'urLig  Nnr.h  tl'.ujjp.  who  leftist-.,  lu  intervene  on 
.he  hide  ofllie  oiLUaoriUe&.  T1l±  seike  tommiuiee  was  in  cbJi.pk-1?  cjlljijI 

A  deputation  was  scol  ni  ihe  C’Q.  Colonel  Rlaiie  y  (live  cw  RAF  ranks  had  nol  hee  lij  1 1  v 
mfrutliiutjdJ  sj:lJ  prebtiuieii  iHls  Jblfow  jjg  kicuti;  Ja 
I  Afri  rrino  m  he  vk-tim  sot 

2.  Unless  we  ivecive  a.  sat i? laci^ry  ansisci  Irnm  the  Co.nuna  dam  -*c  will  [UdOur  c-a>e  l>eli>i c 
Lard  Wbir.  i.e.  our  depuLuLijoti  will  pn>;eud  u>  III  j  ijL.iJLilets. 

(ii)  The  men  ^Juie  ibal  wlien.  hiey  ijo  "siLk'1  die  Evled.icol  OErLt  er  iiiys  tlul  tii-e  ir  cotnp  LuJuiS:  ure 
due  t:i  the  diisyraeorul  con:  tkinn  of  the  enmp  tisnd  rind  saritury  nrrun^ement--. 

(hi  Names  ofllv  ii'l'ii  ivhf>  c*n  hoar  -lvIihiss  to  ihe  ahuvc  sttShTrioni  r^ai  V  sopphcxl  if 
iiec-essFay. 

( L )  IV;  d-emiind  that  Minor  —  shall  be  d  LSLiuss:d  tiom  tins  u.r.:t. 

i  :  I  |i  [  .C a >  I  Tij  hi  u;ll  njd  On  iO  ihu  lii'ii  i;l!  wav 

(pi  The  uieii  dejiuin.1  Ltii.l  I  hey  [ijave  ttie  ciu:^  uu.il  :l  it  pul  iuLo  a  hubilublp  oui.ilitiun  by  itie 
ehnliEin  eirrployDCft. 

if)  Temporary  rc  I  cjl=ic  o-tlies;  mcr  who  have  jobs  wail  ing  an:-  tlios.;  who  wi:nt  P'  iretiohs 
-vuc  rig  di SH-hai^L;  W tii In  1  Ik-  n-fik  am  or  ht>m.;-  ilc-^obilism  ions  musl  nnnliruic.  a  -d  the  irvo 
.-e  L'vhosed  by  le:tEi  or  ieJpLtmm 

AEsc>3i  ii .  LkJ'wi'i!l!  on  Saturday  3-tici  noons  aiai  IS  i _ 1 1 l Iol v-  . 
iTi)  R^sti  ip  Lions  jiaL-od,  nr  V.M.f '  A.  Lo  he  icmihv.d,  pi  ices  in  canteen  Lu  L>;  fciw-cucd  and  a  lull 
e\pLdJEJ .  ion  uiv  ejsiis  Lu  wbaL  Juippeui  lo  P.E..],  fimdc. 
it)  F.ltieicnl  Inmsporf  rn  ;e  provided  thr  :itliccTKf  and  mer. 


1  t"i  r‘iL:  i-ilriCLiS 


1919:  The  RAF  Biggin  Hill  mutiny 


A  short  history  of  the  victorious  rebellion  of  British  servicemen  in  the  air  force 
who  were  living  in  appalling  conditions,  soon  after  World  War  I. 

This  dispute  was  in  many  ways  typical  of  the  smaller  struggles  of  the  wave  of 
mutinies  which  swept  the  British  Armed  Forces  towards  the  end  of  World  War 
One.  The  500  Royal  Air  Force  men  of  the  Wireless  Experimental  Establishment 
at  the  South  Camp  of  the  famous 

'Battle  of  Britain'  airfield  at  Biggin  Hill  had  been  living  in  absolutely  appalling 
conditions. 

Most  of  them  slept  in  tents,  the  camp  was  a  sea  of  mud  and  all  the  duck-boards 
and  other  stealable  fuel  had  been  burnt  to  obtain  warmth  in  the  freezing  weather. 
The  dining  hall  was  a  canvas  hangar  with  its  roof  in  shreds.  The  men  had  to  eat 
in  a  morass  of  three  inches  of  mud. 

Food  was  prepared  in  a  cookhouse  which  was  an  open,  rusty  shed.  Matters  were 
made  worse  by  the  officious  attitude  of  the  authorities. 

One  evening  in  January,  after  a  particularly  foul  meal,  the  men  held  a  meeting. 
They  had  already  complained  many  times  to  the  authorities,  without  result.  The 
meeting  decided  overwhelmingly  in  favour  of  strike  action.  The  'Red  Flag'  was 
sung  and  there  were  calls  for  a  more  active  and  radical  policy,  including  a  call 
for  a  march  down  Piccadilly  smashing  all  the  windows  en  route.  These  proposals 
were  defeated. 

The  next  morning  no  one  turned  out  for  duty.  When  the  orderly  officer  tried  to 
discover  what  was  happening  he  was  turned  away  from  the  dining  hall  by  a 
sergeant  and  two  men  who  refused  to  recognise  his  authority.  The  men  removed 
magnetos  from  all  vehicles  in  the  camp,  including  those  belonging  to  civilian 
contractors.  Support  came  from  the  men  of  141 

Squadron  of  the  RAF  stationed  in  the  neighbouring  North  Camp,  who  refused  to 
intervene  on  the  side  of  the  authorities.  The  strike  committee  was  in  complete 
control. 

A  deputation  was  sent  to  the  CO,  Colonel  Blanchy  (the  new  RAF  ranks  had  not 


been  fully  introduced)  and  presented  the  following  demands: 

1.  No  man  to  be  victimised. 

2.  Unless  we  receive  a  satisfactory  answer  from  the  Commandant  we  will  put 
our  case  before  Lord  Weir,  i.e.  our  deputation  will  proceed  to  his  quarters. 

(a)  The  men  state  that  when  they  go  "sick"  the  Medical  Officer  says  that  their 
complaints  are  due  to  the  disgraceful  conditions  of  the  camp  food  and  sanitary 
arrangements. 

(b)  Names  of  the  men  who  can  bear  witness  to  the  above  statement  can  be 
supplied  if  necessary. 

(c)  We  demand  that  Major  —  shall  be  dismissed  from  this  unit. 

(d)  Leave  to  be  carried  on  in  the  normal  way. 

(e)  The  men  demand  that  they  leave  the  camp  until  it  is  put  into  a  habitable 
condition  by  the  civilian  employees. 

(f)  Temporary  release  of  those  men  who  have  jobs  waiting  and  those  who  want 
to  get  jobs  pending  discharge.  While  the  men  are  at  home  demobilisations  must 
continue,  and  the  men  be  advised  by  letter  or  telegram. 

(g)  Abolition  of  work  on  Saturday  afternoons  and  Sundays. 

(h)  Restrictions  placed  on  Y.M.C.A.  to  be  removed,  prices  in  canteen  to  be 
lowered  and  a  full  explanation  given  as  to  what  happens  to  RR.I,  funds. 

(i)  Efficient  transport  to  be  provided  for  officers,  NCOs  and  men. 

3.  Grievances. 

Sanitary: 

(a)  Wash-house  -  only  5  basins  for  500  men. 

(b)  Wet  feet  -  no  gum  boots  issued. 

(c)  Dirty  and  leaking  huts. 


(d)  NO  BATHS. 

(e)  Inefficient  latrines. 

Food: 

(a)  Shortage. 

(b)  Badly  cooked. 

(c)  Dirty  cook-house  staff. 

(d)  Dining  Hall  in  a  disgraceful  condition. 

(e)  Fully  trained  cooks  should  be  substituted  for  present  inefficient  youths. 

THESE  DEMANDS  TO  BE  CONCEDED  BY  NOON  TODAY. 

Blanchy  offered  to  accompany  the  delegation  to  the  Area  HQ  at  Covent  Garden 
to  support  their  case!  The  men  agreed,  and  the  magnetos  were  replaced  in  a 
sufficient  number  of  vehicles  to  transport  the  delegation.  Meanwhile  the  rest  of 
the  camp  remained  on  strike.  The  Area  second  in  command  was  shown  around 
the  camp  by  the  strike  committee,  and  the  outcome  was  that  the  whole  camp  was 
immediately  sent  on  leave  for  ten  days,  during  which  time  conditions  were 
drastically  improved  and  the  other  demands  largely  conceded.  When  the  strike 
ended  there  were  no  victimisations.  This  limited  but  solid  struggle  had  met  with 
complete  success. 

Source:  RAF  Biggin  Hill  by  Graham  Wallace,  Putman,  1957 
Edited  from  Mutinies,  by  Dave  Lamb,  which  is  extensively  footnoted 


